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CHAPTER 1. INTRODUCTION 
1.1 Definition of an image 
An image can be defined as an artificial imitation or representation of something (person, 
concept, object…) (Oxford English Dictionary, 2015). Plato is one of the first to propose the 
definition of an image in The Republic as "that which by having been assimilated to the real thing is 
another such thing" (Smith, 1998: 295). The concept of image is thus intrinsically linked to the 
concept of visual experience (an image is something that you see) and the notion of representation 
(an image represents a real entity). 
As part of our work we will refer to the concept of image as envisaged by W.J.T Mitchell in 1986 in 
his book Iconology: Image, Text and Ideology. The founder of the "pictorial turn" indeed begins his 
introduction by asking the fundamental question: what is an image? 
 
Mitchell operates a distinction between the terms of image and picture. The picture is a 
material object, a thing that can be burned or damaged. The image is what appears in a picture and 
which can survive its destruction, with the use of memory, narrative, copies and traces in other 
media (Mitchell, 1986: 21). This distinction is essential and allows Mitchell to set the picture as "an 
immaterial entity, a ghostly appearance, spooky updated on a physical medium" (Mitchell, 1986: 
22). The concept of image embraces a wide range of mediums, from photography to painting 
through graph or drawing. All these different types of image may have different, even opposite, 
characteristics but they all share the same idea of being an image. 
Mitchell oversteps the simple notion of visual in the understanding of the image, which he said is 
not enough for describing human attitude towards images. Seeing a picture obviously induces a 
spontaneous and immediate visual experience but also "multisensory apprehension and 
interpretation" (Mitchell, 1986: 20). There is a difference between seeing physically a picture and 
seeing an image seeking to interpret and understand it.  
The images are not passive but are actively engaged in a dialogue with the receiver. They have a 
“nonvisual and verbal eloquence” (Mitchell, 1986: 47): they are historical and social actors which 
remind us of our ability to produce images and therefore our humanity. 
 
The images do not exist without consciousness. The bond that connects them to each other stems 
not only from the fact that a picture is necessarily the physical product of a human conscience 
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("manufactured" by humans), but also and especially from the fact that an image can only be 
interpreted and understood, and therefore exist, by a consciousness. Here arises the distinction 
picture/image operated by Mitchell: a picture exists independently but an image needs a conscience 
to be revealed. 
Because of the image’s dependence to consciousness, its meaning will depend on the receiver’s 
social, cultural, educational, personal characteristics. The interpretation of an image is always 
subjectively apprehended. Mitchell fits thus in the relativistic logic for which knowledge is a social 
product and where there is “not any sort of naked reality but a world already clothed in our systems 
of representation” (Mitchell, 1986; 44). 
 
It is very commonly admitted that the photographic image has great power: it can provoke 
emotions, explain situations and become emblematic of a person (the photo of Marilyn Monroe with 
her white dress) of a time or of an event (the photo of the man in front of tanks in Tiananmen 
Square). The last 8 September 2015 the German tabloid The Bild even paid tribute to the 
photographic influence by publishing their paper edition and internet edition without any photo, 
leaving only empty frames. "It's only when you cannot see them that you can understand their 
magic" it headlined (The Guardian, 2015), underlining the ubiquitous presence of photographic 
images in the media, a presence that is so ingrained that it has become obvious and natural for the 
receiver. 
 
Roland Barthes also highlights in Camera Lucida the emotional and representative power of 
images. The author however finds that certain photographs made him feel "tiny jubilations" 
(Barthes, 1981: 16) and others feel indifferent, he basically never likes all photographs by the same 
photographer. He then decided, starting from photographs that have an influence on him, trying to 
understand the reason for this influence, why this photograph "animate" him (Barthes, 1981: 20) 
and another one leaves him indifferent. 
There is therefore a difference of degree in the influence of a photographic image on a conscience: 
the images are all powerful but not in the same intensity. Some are more powerful than others, 
which would explain why we particularly remember some photos, which becomes symbols of an 
event or happening, and that we forget others.  
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We all remember for example that photo of the Vietnam War where a small naked girl is 
running away and shouting, surrounded by US military after a napalm bombing (see Appendix B). 
However we may not remember many other photos of the Vietnam War that we have seen. The 
photo of the little girl in a way became iconic figure, which has come to define our perception of the 
Vietnam War rather than other photographs and images that nevertheless represent the same 
historical event. As Hariman and Lucaites (2002) argues it is because, we recognize certain 
photographic-images as significant representations of an event. These representations are 
reproduced through various media platform and harvest a strong emotional response. 
 
1.2 Problem area 
Similarly to the photo of the napalm girl from the Vietnam War, we seem to remember the 
photo of a dead child lying on the beach, September 2nd 2015. A casualty of the migrant crisis, 
whose photo fluctuated in both printed, online- and social media. However not many recall the 
photo of a "boy in the suitcase" of May 8th 2015. While these two photographs represent both a 
migrant child trying to reach Europe. The question is to apprehend what causes such a difference in 
power and reaction. Why are we moved, called out, by the Aylan photo and not the “boy in the 
suitcase” photo? 
 
We have chosen to apply this question to the case of the representation of refugees and 
migrants in the printed media in 2015 during the Syrian refugees’ crisis. To remind the context, 
Syria is at war since 2011 due to the armed confrontations between the Bachar el-Assad regime and 
the rebels factions (Ross, 2015). This conflict situation has also been aggravated by the 
empowerment of the ISIS organization and their actions towards civilian populations in the area 
(Ross, 2015). This has resulted into a massive flow of Syrian immigrants seeking to escape the war 
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and reach European countries. This phenomenon was first quite unnoticed by European 
governments and civil populations but the huge increase of refugees during Summer 2015 started to 
call out the societies (Ross, 2015).  
Immigration issue indeed entails questions and doubts in the welcoming societies: Who are they? 
Why are they coming in Europe? What do they expect from European countries? Are they so 
different from us? All these questions has led to a request of documentation from European 
populations about migrants and refugees.  
 
That’s why immigration has always been widely documented, photographed and relayed by the 
media. A great number of photos have been taken to illustrate the situations of migrants and 
refugees, their living conditions, either in a “positive” or “negative” way, to show them as 
endangered human beings looking for a better life and that should be protected, or as a threat for the 
already divided and in crisis European societies. This great variety of photographic documentation 
and how it has been used in media makes the case of migrants and refugees crisis very interesting 
for questioning the different impacts that can have different photos on people’s minds.  
For instance the Western population remained mostly indifferent or even hostile to the Syrian flow 
till the Aylan photo that caused their awareness of the situation.  It thus seems interesting to wonder 
why this photo and not the earlier ones had caused this awareness of the situation of refugees while 
this situation has always been catastrophic since early 2015, more generally why this photo had this 
effect and another photo had another different effect.  
 
This leads us to focus on this research question:  
How can people be affected in their emotions and interpretations in varied ways by photographic 
images of migrants and refugees? 
 
Starting with this research question, one should question the factors that can have an influence on a 
photo’s impact: 
What makes an image iconic?  
How necessary is the role of a textual caption to interpret an image? 
How can a photographic image change the way people act? 
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CHAPTER 2. METHODOLOGICAL FRAMEWORK 
The following chapter will explain the methodological considerations that are used in making the 
research project. This includes the empirical data, project design and the choice of methods. 
Furthermore delimitation of the research question will also be discussed as it reflects on the choices 
made in the process. 
 
2.1 Choice of methods and timeframe 
The topic for the research project is the power and emotional affect that certain photograph 
might evoke. Thus the nature of the study will mainly be theoretical and analytical. 
In doing so, the research project will employ a deductive and qualitative approach on as means to 
answer the research question. Using such qualitative research strategy enables the research project 
to explore, understand or portray often a single social phenomenon, concept or idea (Cresswell, 
2014). 
The intent of using a qualitative research strategy is to explore, understand or portray often a single 
social phenomenon, concept or idea. To identify such, qualitative methods rely mainly on the 
researcher as the key instrument in gathering information and developing data through surveys, 
interviews and content analysis etc., to develop an exploratory photo about the social phenomenon. 
In this case we are using the qualitative research strategy for conducting a survey and through a 
content analysis of photographs. (Ibid) 
 
The choice of applying a mainly qualitative research approach is that the research project aims to 
focus on the emotional reactions that people may have when encountering a photo. On that note, the 
qualitative methods provide tools the can utilize the empirical sources to examine what, why and 
how questions. In this case photos have the ability of persuasion in terms of examining certain 
psychological (emotional) reaction. (ibid) 
 
The timeframe of the research project is based around May-November 2015. It takes the 
current migrant and refugee crisis as its point of departure. Hence, the contextual background and 
primary empirical evidence should be regarded in this period of time.  
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2.2 Research strategy 
The following section describes the research philosophy relating to how data has been gathered, 
analysed and used. The section also outlines the research methodologies that are used in the research 
project. 
 
In this case, the research strategy utilized relates to the research question, which we have outlined in 
section 1.2. As we aim to study the subjective interpretation of photographic images and the 
mechanisms that goes behind the process of interpreting these, we employ a structuralist research 
method. 
 
2.2.1 STRUCTURALISM  
Structuralism was an intellectual movement in France in the 1950s and 1960s that studied the 
underlying structures in cultural products (such as texts) and used analytical concepts from 
linguistics, psychology, anthropology, and other fields to interpret those structures. It emphasized 
the logical and scientific nature of its results. (Delanty & Strydom, 2003) 
Most of the authors and theories used in our work, including Peirce, Barthes and Boltanski, belong 
to the structuralist field. Structuralism and semiotics are closely linked considering that the 
semiotician analysis considers signs as a system framing the human interpretations of the world. 
Being one of the major figures in the framework of structuralism, Peirce created ideas behind the 
understanding sign systems (see 3.1 section). 
 
2.2.2 SEMIOTICS 
The semiotics field is the study of signs and their significance. It studies the significance of process, 
that is to say the production, codification and communication of signs. This movement was founded 
on the works of C.S. Peirce, whose theory takes into account the relationship between the sign and 
its context, while this pragmatic dimension is absent in Ferdinand de Saussure's theory of 
semiology. (Delanty & Strydom, 2003) 
As the study of signs and sign systems is essential for the structuralist framework in assessing e.g. 
the rules or codes of interpretation, semiotics refers to the study of symbols and signs such as 
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linguistics to create meaning as well as attempting to grasp how this message of meaning is being 
communicated to and interpreted by us rather unconsciously. (Harrison, 2003) 
Relating to communication and hermeneutics, semiotics thus draws on the experiences of people – 
the exchange of meaning - and their behaviour social and cultural. However, the identity of semiotic 
representation is not real but is itself a discourse. (Prince, 1993) 
A semiotic analysis aims to identify the ways in which a synthesis of various signs and social 
context - in which the image is produced - can create meaning of an image. The semiotic analysis 
thus both takes the how signs signifies and context into account. The composition can also evoke a 
certain meaning.   
Referring to semiotics was essential for our reflection, considering that the semiotician method 
regards every content as a potential sign with a potential significance. (Harrison, 2003) The analysis 
of the two photos of Aylan and the “boy in the suitcase” have been realized in this state of mind: 
everything on the photos has been potentially considered as a significant sign that should be studied.  
 
2.2.3 PHENOMENOLOGY 
Phenomenology method aims to investigate how the social world, as well as social actions, play a 
factor in the way humans create a consciousness or reasoning about the world. It's a social 
phenomenon. As a research method phenomenology focuses on the experiences of the individual 
and the essential point of understanding and attempts to interpret from the point of view of the 
individual through his/her's experiences. Thus phenomenology can be regarded as an interpretative 
process. In regards to this study of inquiry, phenomenology will be used when assessing the survey 
based on the two photographs and headlines. 
Our project fits in the phenomenological field since it focuses on the human and individual 
experience of seeing, reacting and interpreting a visual sign. Stuart Hall’s theory that is used in the 
discussion section is one example of a phenomenological analysis of the decoding process of an 
image.  
 
2.3 Survey 
The following explains how the research project utilizes a survey as a methodological tool.  
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2.3.1 SURVEY CONSIDERATIONS 
There are various types of conducting research, a survey can serve to collect data and evidence 
concerning a specific topic, usually through discussions with people or by interviewing them. The 
information that a survey can provide can vary depending on the way it is presented to the 
participants and the way the information collected is used. Interviews and questionnaires are two of 
the most practiced survey methods utilized by researchers. (Cresswell, 2014) 
 
For this survey, the questionnaire format has been used since it is an efficient method of collecting 
evidence from a large number of people, which can be used to generalize on a topic through 
statistical measuring. Moreover it has the ability of being less time constraining than doing 
interviews as it is self-administered, and the answers that are given by the participants are recorded 
and can be analysed right away. (ibid) 
One of the limitations is that the questions must be written and pose in a clear way that will enable 
participants to answer in incorrect ways as well as making sure that the participants answer all the 
questions in the survey. (ibid) 
In order to avoid limitations, we compromised by posing short and fairly concise questions that 
would neither be too time demanding nor too difficult to grasp when answering (see Appendix C).  
 
The choice of making a survey and collecting our own data, did happen early on in the process, yet 
throughout the process of writing the research project, it became evident that should the survey be 
able to support the arguments made in connection to the research question, we would need to obtain 
information concerning the thoughts of the participants, as we decided to examine the emotional 
impact of photographs more thoroughly. 
Thus, the ways of minimizing sampling error in the data collection was discussed, and the structure 
of the survey changed as an effect. The questions and answers developed from being primarily 
based on a fixed response structure, where the questions offer a closed set of responses, from which 
to choose, to emphasize for a more non-structured format that allows the respondents to write their 
response, as we wanted to capture the thoughts of the respondents. 
 
2.3.2 SURVEY DESIGN 
Following the recent events regarding the migrant and refugee crisis through the media, one major 
point of interest for us as researcher has been to understand the communicative process, where we 
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as interpretants are being bombarded with headlines and photographic-images that we can make 
meaning of. 
In addition, as a way applying the theoretical framework and methodological consideration, the 
research project contextualizes the findings with examples regarding the media representation of the 
migrant and refugee crisis, in order to explain what happens in the encounter with a photographic-
image. 
 
The survey will use two photographs, which forms the basis of the survey as well as our 
contribution to the analysis of media representation of migrants. 
 
2.3.3 SURVEY SAMPLING  
The survey has not been planned to be a primary and central source of our work. Indeed it should 
not be considered as representative, regarding to the low amounts of people that participated to it 
(40 respondents exactly).  The methodological aim of this survey has been to provide empirical 
support to the theories involved in the analysis and illustrate a content that can sometimes seems too 
abstract. Its function must be apprehended as supportive instead of representative.  
The survey has been designed on the Internet using Google Doc and shared on our Facebook and 
Twitter accounts. It has been conducted from 13/11/2015 to 24/11/2015. Exactly 40 people (male 
and female almost all between 20 and 30 years old) have answered the questions during this period.  
 
It aims to investigate how a person immediately respond and react, when being presented with a 
specific image and has been carried out in the following manner:  At first the respondents are 
introduced to the “boy in the suitcase” photo and have to comment on their immediate feeling and 
thought in front of it. 
Secondly the respondents are introduced to the same image but this time with a textual caption: 
“Ivory coast boy smuggled to Spain inside suitcase”, “8 May 2015 Africa”, “The boy had travelled 
from Ivory Coast and has planned to enter Spain”. The purpose is to compare the emotional and 
interpretative reactions in front of this photo to the previous one to enlighten the potential 
differences of emotions and interpretations that can involve the insertion of a textual caption in the 
visual experience of an image. 
Thirdly the respondents are introduced to Aylan photo and have to comment on their immediate 
feeling and thought in front of it. The aim is to compare the emotional and interpretative reactions in 
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front of this photo to the one in front of the “boy in the suitcase” photo and see if these two photos 
cause different emotions and interpretations. 
Last, the respondents have been questioned about their opinion concerning the power of 
photographic images in general and photographic images of refugees and migrants in particular on 
their own representations.  
 
2.3.4 MAJOR RESULTS 
All the survey findings are listed in Appendix D. The present section offers just a quick overview of 
the results. 
For the first set of questions, the respondents have mainly shown “surprise”, “sadness” and “fear” in 
their emotional reactions. They have had some struggles for interpreting the context of the photo 
and their interpretations of it are quite varied. 
For the second set of questions, the respondents have mainly shown “anger”, “fear”, “sadness” and 
“surprise” in their emotional reactions. They all proposed the same interpretation of the photo, that 
is to say a migrant boy trying to reach Europe in a suitcase. 
For the third set of questions, the respondents have mainly shown “anger”, “fear” and “sadness” in 
their emotional reactions. They all proposed the same interpretation of the photo, that is to say a 
dead Syrian refugee boy lying on a beach. 
For the last set of questions, the respondents have mainly found that photos can affect their opinions 
about an issue. The majority has also answered that photos of migrants and refugees can affect their 
opinions about this precise issue.  
 
2.3.5 THE SCIENTIFIC METHODOLOGY - UTILISATION OF THE SURVEY IN RELATION 
TO THE THEORETICAL AND METHODOLOGICAL APPROACH 
There are two main purposes, as the survey makes the claim that one photo is more powerful (based 
on emotional reaction) than the other. In this case we are mostly committed to qualitative methods. 
 
Primarily the survey can be regarded as also being qualitative as it aims to capture the individual 
reactions of the respondents. Therefore the way in which the survey findings will be utilized is to 
examine the experience of how the respondents react when encountering the chosen photographic-
images. 
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However, the survey findings do also provides quantitative evidence. Empirical evidence that 
measure and elaborate on the findings statistically by which certain claims can be made. In this 
regard, the survey findings can and have also been used quantitatively, as it provides us with data, 
which has pointed to other ways of approaching the research and working questions e.g. as way to 
illustrate how the respondents reacted as shown in Appendix C and D. 
Yet, as the survey can be used quantitatively, the survey has its limitations as it is not representative 
in its format, since it does to consider sample groups such as; gender, age, social background, 
economic situation etc.  
 
As we will elaborate on as part of the limitations of the survey, we did have a hypothesis stating that 
the “Aylan” photo would be stronger interpreted upon and affect stronger than the other photo. 
 
2.3.6 SURVEY OBJECTIVES 
The following elaborate on the considerations as to why and how the survey findings will be 
implemented and operationalized in the research projected. The objectives of the survey should be 
regarded as being in close relation to answering the working questions posed in the research project, 
which aims to analyse the theoretical and conceptual framework in relation to the empirical 
evidence provided by the survey findings.  
 
The survey findings in relation to iconicity elucidate what makes a photographic image 
iconic. As the concept of iconicity in the Peircean analysis emphasizes the signifying element of a 
sign, he reiterates that some elements of a sign may be more crucial as a signifier than others. In 
other words signs can become an icon, as they are either representative of a referent in reality and / 
or can be associated with common understanding of an iconic sign. 
We operationalize the survey findings to compare the different ways that the participants might 
interpret the two photos of “Aylan” and “boy in the suitcase”. What became evident, as seen in 
appendix D, was that the findings illustrated that there are something implicitly different in the way 
people interpreted the “Aylan” photo, which showed to be more unanimous, in comparison to the 
“boy in the suitcase”. 
 
The findings shows that the photograph of the “boy in the suitcase” evoke many different 
reactions in comparison to the photograph of “Aylan”. However, when the respondents sees the 
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photograph of the “boy in the suitcase” another time, this time with a caption-text, a linguistic 
message, the reactions changes.  Why is that? Can the photograph of “Aylan” be regarded as being 
more iconic than the other, on that account? 
In connection to the theoretical approaches in the research project, the survey findings illustrate that 
in some cases the role of caption-text - in this case - headlines is necessary for interpreting a 
photographic-image.  
 
As noted, the survey findings demonstrate how the respondents’ reactions were somehow 
implicitly unanimous towards the “Aylan” photograph compared to the other. The reactions to 
photographic-image of the “boy in the suitcase” were more inconsistent. On the contrary, the survey 
findings also show that attachment of a caption-text, can affect the way that a certain photographic-
image may be interpreted. On that note, the survey findings points out there may be explicit factors 
that can affect the interpretation of a photographic-image. These assumptions questions the 
structuralist theoretical stance of Peirce, in his analysis of how meanings of a sign are created based 
on the interpreter (Aktin, 2010).  
 
2.3.7 LIMITATIONS OF THE SURVEY    
As mentioned in section, 2.3.1; survey considerations, one limitation of surveys that - we as 
researchers - has had to be aware of is the analytical techniques that it provides, which is mostly 
based on quantitative data.  As the survey enables the researcher to examine more variables at the 
same time, it can be rather difficult to gather information relating to causes and processes about the 
phenomena. (Cresswell, 2014) 
This is especially important, as we have chosen to use the survey to make qualitative claims. Hence, 
we have emphasized a non-structured format.  
 
We are aware that the “Aylan” photograph has been shared on both social media and 
published in many newspapers as part of the discussion and coverage regarding the migrant crisis. 
Thus, many respondents might already have known the context of the example. 
Moreover, we are aware that the photo of the “boy in the suitcase” is an X-ray, which may have 
affected the coding of the photo, since X-ray are mostly used as scientific illustrations. However, as 
both photographs have been used in the media to cover the migrant and refugee crisis, we found 
them equally valuable.  
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We had an assumption that the “Aylan” photography would be more harvest a stronger 
reaction from the respondents, since chances are that it has been seen by more people - as stated 
above. We thus aims to investigate both if the “Aylan” photography is more iconic based on the 
framework of iconicity and through semiotic analysis, and also if an image needs a context or a 
headline to be meaningful - hence working question 2. 
 
2.4 Outline of the research project  
In order to better facilitate comprehension, the body of text has been arranged into a composition of 
nine chapters, each one with its own objective to cover within the topic of our research question. 
 
The chapter one presents the basis of the project’s subject matter. It aims to ground a topical 
backdrop of the historical and social context of migration in relation to the main subject matter, as 
well as the selected data for later analysis. Importantly the chapter also introduces the two 
photographs, which are the focus of our project: “Aylan” and the ‘boy in a suitcase’ photos. 
Up to this point, nearing the end of chapter two, it has been about introducing and reviewing 
the literature cum data that is utilized in the project, and the problem area questions we intend to 
assess.  
Brought to the foreground by chapter three is the methodological framework and means by 
which we expect to approach it; the concepts of structuralism, semiotics, phenomenology and the 
considerations to the application and makeup of the survey towards answering our questions. 
The chapter four provides a topical description of the photographs we have chosen to be at 
the foreground of our research questions and themes of significance within photographs and 
imagery. 
 
The three sub-questions that build the foundation for answering our research question are 
laid out in chapters five, six and seven.  
Chapter five investigates the applicability of the concept of iconicity to the two chosen 
photographs in relation to the framework of Peirce, after familiarizing the reader with a general 
understanding of two ways in which iconicity can be understood. The analysis done in this section 
is semiotic in nature, involving themes and signs within the images in order to grasp the meaning of 
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the image. In addition, the aim of our survey utilization is to ascertain and see the theoretical 
frameworks in a real-life, perceptible example. Main findings from this survey will be noted. 
Chapter six is about is about the evaluation of the role of context when it comes to the 
written text that accompanies photographs within media. Does the addition of caption change the 
comprehension of an image and if yes, to what extent? This chapter explores Barthes’s reasoning 
that images are expressive of past realities, though these connoted notions of realities may not 
always be clearly interpreted by the interpretant. The relation of the text to the image in the 
functions of relay and anchorage are found to be relevant in the answering of this chapter’s 
question. In the former, both text and image justify each other in function, whilst the latter can be 
restrictive to the symbolic capacity of the image.  In applying Barthes’s work to the empirical 
results of the survey, the answers of the survey participants reflected these functions, each to one 
photograph.  
The chapter seven concentrates on the reactions that provokes the visualisation of a 
photographic image in relation to Luc Boltanski’s theory about the “politics of pity”. The two 
photos of Aylan and the “boy in the suitcase” would be analysed in the light of their compliance 
with this “politics of pity” criterion.  
 
The discussion takes part in the eighth chapter and is divided into two main points: the 
theoretical discussion of the Peircean conception of image transmission by Stuart Hall and Roland 
Barthes, introducing the notion of “sender” and “communication process”; and the personal 
discussion about the limitations that have be encountered in the project.  
Finally the chapter nine stands for the conclusion, following up with a final once-over of the 
questions originally posed in the introductory chapter and the crucial research question. This 
conclusion also puts forward ideas for further investigations into relevant subjects.  
 
2.5 Literature and source review 
The following assesses the literature and sources used in the research project, the validity and 
reliability and the strength & weaknesses of these in relation to answering the research questions. 
The selection of sources used in this study reflects various types of sources, 
 
Primary sources are first-hand information concerning an event, person etc. Books, or visual 
material such as prints, photographs, maps etc., can all which can be regarded as first-hand 
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evidence. Researchers can also collect empirical material themselves through interviews, or by 
conducting surveys. (Cresswell, 2014) 
 
The secondary sources provide materials that are readily available. They also process the 
primary sources in order to discuss, interpret analyse evidence. These secondary sources are mostly 
scholarly peer-journal articles, newspaper articles, reviews etc. (ibid) 
 
A variety of sources are utilized in the project as a whole.  Mainly, a selection of secondary data 
will be compounded for analysis within the project in the form of newspaper articles, peer-reviewed 
journal articles and books. Primary sources in the form of our survey and analysis of two 
photographs from an overarching migrant crisis situation in 2015. Also entering in this collaboration 
between the various types of data are the results from our own independent survey, taken from a 
selection of 40 individuals about the primary source images in question and their effects on the 
participating individuals. 
With this, the assortment of sources in the project will make for comprehensive empirical 
foundation to base our analysis upon.  Our angle of approach is to examine how the [perspective] 
theories unfold themselves in the frames of real life migrant crisis without too much focus on the 
potential coding and embedding of intent and message within our study of images, rather, honing in 
on the effect it has on the interpretant. 
The following paragraphs in this subsection will elaborate more on how each type of data will be 
applicable to our writings and provide examples of their uses, as well as briefly touch on the 
subsequent impact following their application to our analysis of the problem area. 
 
We draw basis of our understanding and explanation of iconicity and theory from journal articles 
and published books. Particularly the works of Peirce, who provides us with the basic meaning of 
iconicity and the development of the notion into a second, different meaning of iconicity play an 
important role or something, articles also helps us follow the train of thought in theoretical 
approaches that are paramount to our theoretical framework based on mainly structuralist works 
from the likes of Barthes, Boltanski, Hall.  
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New media sources such as websites will be used to gather contemporary information about a social 
phenomenon through the accessibility of newspaper articles, official documents as well as blog 
posts. 
The newspaper articles and their accompanying photographs, accessed online, have been used to 
acquire knowledge and elaborate on the contextualization of the migrant crisis. 
The backdrop of the internet and viral spread is inherent in the context of the photographs, “Aylan” 
and “boy in the suitcase” photo. The primary sources are mainly the use of the survey. 
 
We as researchers have conducted a survey, which we use to exemplify and provide 
empirical support to the argument that we put forward. Hence, chapter five, six and seven.  
 
2.6 Limitations of the research project 
The scope of the research projects has been changed during the time of research and writing. As an 
example the initial idea was to analyse and discuss the media representation of migrants based on 
the comparison between the 2015 migrants’ crisis and the Balkan war. This scope turned out to be 
more difficult to follow through, as both the readings and discussions lead to examine what went 
behind the idea of iconic photos and to analyse and discuss the ways of which the communicative 
process (exchange of messages) might make one photographic-image more powerful (emotional-
effect) than others etc. Thus, both schedule and scope has been a project constraint. 
As the research project takes the approach of Peirce and framework of iconicity as the primary 
stance of the analysis, it is important to know what it implies. 
 
CHAPTER 3. THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 
3.1 Theoretical considerations 
The following chapter explains the theoretical framework, considerations and point of departure of 
the research project. 
 
3.1.1 SEMIOTICS 
The semiotics studies are basically focused on the study of signs. The sign is here understood as 
“anything that can be interpreted [...] as "signifying" something - referring to or standing for 
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something other than itself” (Chandler, 2002: 17). For semioticians, signs are everywhere in our 
mental and physical environment: “we think only in signs” (Peirce as cited in Chandler, 2002: 17). 
The two main founders of this theory are Ferdinand de Saussure and Charles S. Peirce. Saussure 
particularly focused on linguistic signs and semiology whereas Peirce worked on non-linguistic 
signs like images.  
Using semiotics studies and referring to semiotician authors made sense as long as the analysis 
concentrates on the examination of images as signs.  
 
3.1.2 CHARLES S. PEIRCE 
Using Peircean theory was an inescapable point of our analysis, considering that Peirce is 
one of the first author to realize a semiotic analysis of images. His approach is helpful to understand 
concepts such as “icon”, “referent”, “interpretant”, so that to propose a conceptual frame that we can 
use for our analysis. His understanding of the concept of icon and iconic also enables to 
comprehend the first meaning of “iconicity” in our first working question.  
 
Being one of the founding figures in the field of semiotics, a sign, according to Peirce, can 
be simple or complex. He does not define the sign as the smallest meaningful unit. Everything, 
every phenomenon, no matter its complexity, can be seen as a sign upon entering a semiotic process 
(Aktin, 2010). The sign sets up a presence / absence dialectic: something is there, in presentia, 
which informs us something absent in absentia. Charles S. Peirce considers that “a sign as anything 
which is so determined by something else [...] and so determines an effect upon a person [...] that 
the later is thereby mediately determined by the former” (Peirce as cited in Aktin, 2010). The sign is 
a sign because it means, that is to say that its noticeable appearance (signifier, word, written or 
spoken, for example) refers to a sense to interpret. 
 
The American philosopher postulates that the process of the sign is triadic, the semiosis action 
involves the cooperation of three elements, respectively the sign, the referent and the interpretant 
(Aktin, 2010): 
- the representamen is something that represents something else: its object. Before being interpreted, 
representamen is a pure potentiality; 
- the object or referent; Peirce distinguishes the dynamic object (the object as it is in reality) and the 
immediate object (the object as the sign represents) (Aktin, 2010). The sign can only represent the 
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object, it cannot make it known; it can express something about the object but only if the object is 
already known by the interpretant by collateral experience (formed experience of other signs); 
- the interpretant which involves a relativity of interpretation. The sign represents the referent from a 
certain point of view; 
 
The semiotic Peircean terms of “referent” and “interpretant” will be used for the forthcoming 
reflection to indicate the entities of the object and the receiver.  
 
The advantage of this approach is that the sign can stem from anything and does not 
necessarily belong to the field of consciously transmitted messages from person to person. This is 
the interpretation process that makes the observed object a sign. Peirce distinguishes the natural 
signs without intentional transmitters and coming from a natural source, from the artificial signs, 
consciously and intentionally issued to communicate something to someone (Aktin, 2010). 
 
Peirce proposes to classify the signs depending on its connection with the referent. He admits three 
different types of sign: the index, the icon and the symbol (Aktin, 2010). 
The index is characterized by the "natural” relationship between the contiguous 
representamen and the referent, precluding any intention (Aktin, 2010). 
In the case of icon, the image is characterized by the relation of resemblance or analogy 
between the representamen and the referent. The contact between these two poles is still broken. 
The icon is intentional, but not conventional (Aktin, 2010) 
The symbol denotes the referent to which it refers in virtue of a law. It is intentional and the 
relationship between the referent and representamen is conventional. The symbolic character of a 
sign is less about the arbitrariness of reference between signifier and signified (sign language) as the 
value of this sign which excludes any other in its place (Aktin, 2010). 
 
In a word, the index maintains a close relationship with the referent (smoke is an index for fire), the 
icon, a relation of resemblance (a portrait), and the symbol is linked to the referent by an agreement 
(the dove is a symbol for peace). 
 
Peirce defines photography as a "composite of iconic and indexical signs" (Mitchell, 1986: 65). He 
therefore ranks the photo in the category of index and icon. There is indeed a physical connection 
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between photography and the referent which is due to the extreme resemblance induced by the 
photographic process, such a resemblance that photography cannot be regarded as an icon in the 
same way that a portrait, but it is also impossible to consider it as a “natural” index. It is thus located 
halfway between the two Peircean categories. 
 
3.1.3 ROLAND BARTHES 
Roland Barthes’ theory fits in the structuralist Peircean tradition of semiotics. He 
particularly focuses on the connection between image and text and thus provides useful content for 
our second working question about the utility of textual caption to understand a photo. His work is 
also relevant for the discussion part since he states that interpretation of images is a transmissive 
mechanism that is not only about the receiver but the sender as well.  
 
The Peircean idea of physical, “natural” connection between the photography and the 
referent can thus be found in Roland Barthes’s theory. Photography occupies indeed a place apart in 
the Barthian thought. He calls them "message without a code" (Barthes, 1964: 130), highlighting the 
fact that, in the words employed by Peirce, there is no transformation of the referent in the 
photography and no willing of encoding this referent.  
 
According to him, each image (drawing, photography ...) conveys two types of message: a literal 
message and a symbolic message (Barthes, 1964). The literal meaning corresponds to what is 
denoted (Barthes, 1964; 43) in the image, that is to say what is perceived as "there" in the image, 
what is "seen" through. The symbolic meaning tallies with what is connoted (Barthes, 1964: 43) in 
the image, what the image implies. The symbolic message is the interpretant’s particular 
interpretation of the image which will depend on his cultural, educational, personal background, in a 
word his own identity. While the literal message is physical, tangible, and more or less objective, 
the symbolic message is elusive and deeply subjective. 
 
The photography shows thus the world as it is: it is reliably transmitted to the (literal) information 
without forming it by means clustering of discontinuous signs and rules of transformation. The 
photographic message has no denotation. Barthes compares it to the drawing which is always a 
coded message, even when the operation of denotation is performed. 
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However the photography has a code which Barthes assimilates to the "art", "treatment", the 
"writing" or the "rhetoric" of photography (Barthes, 1964: 130). This connoted message is 
paradoxically developed from a priori a message without a code. 
 
However Barthes distances himself from Peirce’s theory on the connotation of the image. 
Peirce mainly states that an image can have a likeness/symbolic relationship to the referent but this 
relationship is kind of unique: a dove symbolizes peace and only peace. Whereas for Barthes images 
are "polysemous" (Barthes, 1964: 44) because they contain a potentially infinite number of symbolic 
messages. The interpretant will then choose in this infinity of messages and retain only some of 
them. Barthes extends the field of possible interpretations of an image.  
 
3.1.4 LUC BOLTANSKI 
Luc Boltanski is a French sociologist and a leading figure of the “pragmatic school” of 
sociology. His work is part of the structuralism and phenomenology field. He develops concepts of 
“empathy” and “pity” in relation with the visualisation and interpretation of images. He considers 
that images that are part of a “politics of pity” (Boltanski, 1999: 1) can lead to emotional and social 
reaction in the societies, therefore providing a frame of analysis and arguments for our third 
working question.  
 
The theory of Luc Boltanski is linked to Hannah Arendt’s concept of “politics of pity” 
(Boltanski, 1999: 1). The politics of pity allows to see the difference between the ones who suffer 
and the ones who do not suffer, and is based on visual experience, the “observation of the 
unfortunate by those who do not share their suffering, who do not experience it directly" (Boltanski, 
1999: 1). The pity is set off by the “spectacle of suffering” that can be seen through videos or photos 
for instance.  
Boltanski takes into account the emotions in the description of public engagements. While in the 
sociology field emotions are often held as a dependent variable, whose assumption must be found in 
people’s background, he aims not to consider emotions as simple assignments that could be reduced 
to the habitus of social agents, but as a "pre-judgment". 
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Boltanski noted that the originality of this new pity concept is that it is no longer limited to a 
particular affect, but it is developed in a cognitive-affective structure that articulates spectacle and 
discourse. Pity indeed requires that suffering is given to see for the one that does not suffer. 
Luc Boltanski proposed in his theory three possible discourses to turn this natural feeling into 
politico-social action: first the paradigm of denunciation which is about focusing on the persecutor 
and transmuting the feeling of pity into accusation; then the paradigm of sentiment which is based 
on the enhancement of empathy for the unfortunate victim; finally the paradigm of aesthetic which 
is to improve aesthetically suffering and horror so that to transmute pity into ownership feeling. 
  
 
3.1.5 STUART HALL 
The work of Stuart Hall will be used in the discussion section, as long as his theory shows 
that focusing only on the receiver in the interpretation process of an image may not be sufficient. 
Hall was a major founding figure of the British Cultural Studies (BCS), a school of thought that 
combined the tradition of the sociocultural with semiotics and the critical traditions, involving 
concepts and viewpoints from all three traditions, combining them with Marxist thought. At the 
time, BCS was an alternative to the Social Psychological tradition, the leading tradition. The way in 
which BCS and its sociocultural models approached communication as complex, interlinked 
structures of meaning-making processes that shapes more general socio-cultural trends is something 
that can still be seen today in sociocultural- tradition work. 
(Hall, 1999) 
 
Stuart Hall defines communication as a process where the “encoding” and “decoding” are 
determined moments. The transmitted message has always a meaning and always leads to 
(unconscious) operations of decoding even if it seems highly coded (Hall, 1999). He considers 
iconic signs as special signs which are encoded but in a different way. He does not deny the 
distinction between denotation and connotation but regards it as an “analytic one only” (Hall, 1999: 
512).  
 
Hall’s encoding-decoding theory is based on the notion that media messages often have a preferred 
meaning, but how it can be interpreted differently depending on the experience, social situation and 
thus framing of interpretation etc., by the interpretant of that message.  It is essential that in the 
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communicative process and exchange, messages are correctly decoded in order to give the “right 
meaning” (Hall as cited in Procter, 2007). Hall thus posited three possible positions/viewpoints a 
decoder can employ when decoding a message - the three hypothetical positions of decoding; 
dominant-hegemonic, negotiated and oppositional. (ibid). 
The dominant-hegemonic position describes the situation where the interpretant integrates 
immediately the connoted sense and decodes the message with the reference code that has been 
used to code the message. This position is the idealistic situation of perfect and transparent 
communication (Hall, 1999: 515). 
The negotiated position refers to the situation when the majority of the interpretants 
understand the dominant connoted sense but this dominance comes from the fact that the encoded 
messages are linked with global issues (nation, geopolitics, power) (Hall, 1999: 516). 
The oppositional position refers to the situation when the interpretant does not decode the 
message with the proper reference code and changes the referential frame of decoding. (Hall, 1999: 
517). 
 
3.2 Clarification of concepts 
 
3.2.1 ICONICITY 
The concept of “iconicity” will be deeply analysed in chapter five related to the working question 
“What makes an image iconic?”. Nevertheless it will be provided in this section a short introduction 
in order to frame this very broad notion.  
Iconicity embraces two main implications. Being iconic means first being composed of icons in the 
Peircean understanding of the word, that is to say signs that refer to a referent (a real entity). One 
can also be considered as iconic when it itself becomes an icon, it is representative of a referent.  
In a word iconicity implies to be composed of icons or to be an icon. Taking the example of a dove 
with an olive tree branch, this image is iconic in the first sense because it is composed of an iconic 
sign of a dove and an iconic sign of an olive tree branch (one can associate the sign on the image to 
the referent in real life), and iconic in the second sense because the dove with an olive tree branch is 
widely and commonly associated in our consciousness with the concept of peace, this image is thus 
an icon of peace.  
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3.2.2 THE THREE APPEALS: ETHOS, PATHOS, LOGOS 
The concept of the three appeals illustrates how an argument or message might be 
understood differently in the rhetorical situation based on; Ethos, Pathos, Logos. In rhetoric there 
are only two essential actors to acknowledge: the rhetor and the audience. (Brown, Ainsworth and 
Grant, 2012) 
In addition, the purpose of the concept is persuasive towards an audience 
Ethos emphasizes the trustworthiness and character of the writer or speaker, and appeals to 
the credibility. 
Pathos refers to an attention to the beliefs, values and experiences of the audience that 
appeal for empathy and feelings in order to affect the audience. 
Logos focuses on the message and appeal to reason and logical aspect of the argument. 
(Gabrielsen and Juul Christiansen, 2010) 
This concept is relevant for the research project in terms acknowledging the rhetorical situation 
which emphasizes both sender end of the message and the interpretant, the receiver end of the 
message. Thus it correlates with the concept of encoding and decoding of Stuart Hall and Barthes in 
terms of incorporating the manner in which the recipient is affected by the photographic message. 
This will be elaborated on in the discussion. 
 
CHAPTER 4. DESCRIPTION OF THE PHOTOGRAPHS 
AND THE CONTEXT  
 
4.1 Media representation and the use of photographic images 
The representation that can be afforded with media has close ties with communication studies when 
it comes to explaining factors that affect the way we comprehend. Traditionally, the main methods 
of communication between individuals is through spoken word, written text or through image, 
carried even further with the coming of new technological forms of communication platforms. 
 Images and written text are intertwined, which lets the viewer interpret on either the messenger or 
on the semiotic aspects. (Wolff, 2012)  
According to Moxey (cited in Wolff 2012:15), the autonomy within the message can only be 
granted when one can connect and relate to the text or images either through empathy or shared 
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experience. Photographs within mass communication today are no different, with many publications 
choosing to accompany the text of their articles with images.  
 
However, as seen with the photo of the Vietnamese children running naked away from a napalm 
attack,  some images possesses a certain “aura” of staying power, which culturally make them more 
influential than others and with a sense of symbolic or  iconic status, even, as a visual narrative for 
an event.  
On that note, according to Mnookin (1998) a photograph has the ability of persuasion, and functions 
as means of presenting and recording reality, facts - truths - so to speak. Having this ability, the 
photograph provides a sense of visual evidence and strong representations that can affect us more in 
the moment of encountering the photo.  
Hariman and Lucaites (2002) also supports this notion, as they argue that the manner in which the 
 staying power of photographic images may vary, happens as these photos reflect a social 
knowledge and shapes the understanding of a phenomena or historical event. In order to get a 
stronger sense of staying power, these photos must require both media attention and time to become 
representations that are widely recognized. In addition, Hariman and Lucaites (2002) points out that 
although there are different patterns of identification for the audience, the performative engagement 
is strongly built on emotions e.g. a person may feel an emotional affective relation with the content 
of the photo - both positive and negative. This happens as emotional signs are considered reliably as 
they mirror already present conventions of society. (Hariman and Lucaites, 2002) 
 
4.2 Context of the photos as presented in printed media 
As previously mentioned, the survey uses two photos as the point of departure for gaining an 
understanding of iconicity. We utilize the theories mentioned above as lens to aid in the analysis, as 
well as data collected from our independent survey.   
   
The photography of the “boy in the suitcase” appeared in several international newspapers in spring 
2015, when Spanish police of Ceuta found an eight year-old African boy in a suitcase, whose family 
was trying to get him smuggled into Europe. He was found through the use of x-ray screening at the 
airport. Moreover several articles also stated that the boy was very dehydrated due to no access to 
water nor food. (ABC News, 2015) 
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In addition, the photo has been linked to the events of the migrant and refugee crisis as a way for 
people to enter European borders. (Ibid) 
 
The second photo used in the survey, the “Aylan” photo, is from September 2015.  According to 
several newspapers, the boy and his family - like many other refugees from Syria - tried to reach 
Europe by crossing the Mediterranean sea from Turkey to Kos island in Greece. Aylan, his family 
and many other people was found washed up on the shoreline. In the media, they were portrayed as 
casualties for the dangerous circumstances that people are fleeing from Syria face as they try to 
reach Europe. The “Aylan” photo was published in many international newspapers but also 
fluctuated on social media platforms such as Facebook and Twitter etc. (The Guardian, 2015) 
 
4.3 Description of the photos 
Describing a photo is a particular process that Roland Barthes qualifies as “impossible” (Barthes, 
1977: 18) because the photograph has a “purely denotative status” (Barthes, 1977: 19), a “message 
without a code” (Barthes, 1964: 130). Describing a photo is like describing the reality: there is no 
code, no intermediary, between the two.  
 
4.3.1 “BOY IN THE SUITCASE” PHOTO 
The photo is an X-ray one. It shows a suitcase that is somewhat transparent and placed on a white 
background, which enhances the colours in the photo. The suitcase has green and blue colours. 
Inside the suitcase is a brown- reddish human shaped figure from the side. The figure looks to either 
be crammed together or sitting down. Details of the skull is partly visible.  
 
4.3.2 “AYLAN” PHOTO 
The photo shows the image of a small child on the shoreline. His head is buried in the sand on the 
edge of the water. A coast-guard or Turkish policeman is standing seemingly looking down at the 
boy. The boy is wearing a red t-shirt, blue shorts and shoes. The child's stomach is visible as the t-
shirt has been pulled up. 
His clothes are soaking wet. The boy’s face is only partly visible, as is his arm, which is put in a 
seemingly lifeless position. The coast guard stands further away from the water, and is wearing 
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black boots, a blue, red and white vest saying ” Olay Yeri Inceleme”. Partly visible is a notebook of 
sorts, which the guard is holding.  
 
CHAPTER 5. WHAT MAKES AN IMAGE ICONIC?  
 
5.1 Theoretical considerations and definitions 
The concept of iconicity should be deeply considered before going further into the analysis 
of the photographs. 
It is indeed a complex concept that assumes two distinct realities. The first meaning of the concept 
of iconicity ensues from the Peircean definition of "icons" considered as a sign representing (by 
likeness, analogy, allegory…) a concept of the real world. An image is composed of icons that is to 
say signs that refer to an entity, it is so iconic in the sense that it is composed of icons. 
 
The concept of iconicity can be summed up quite well as following: “iconicity as a semiotic 
notion refers to a natural resemblance or analogy between the form of a sign (‘the signifier’, be it a 
letter or sound, a word, a structure of words, or even the absence of a sign) and the object or 
concept (‘the signified’) it refers to in the world or rather in our perception of the world”. (Fischer, 
2000: 150).  
A photo can be seen as "iconic" in the sense that it is composed of iconic signs representing real 
entities, by likeness with for instance on Aylan photo the sign of the guard which can represent the 
“man” referent, or even by allegory with the sign of the child which can represent the “innocence” 
referent. 
All of this therefore refers to the first sense of the concept of iconicity. But there is also a second 
meaning of this concept. Until then the image was passively considered as iconic, that is to say it 
was iconic only because it was composed of signs that were themselves icons. The image was not a 
proper icon but a set of icons. 
The actual point is to focus now on the case where "photography doesn't merely record iconicity but 
also generates it” (Salmon, s.d.). It’s about to apply the concept of icon not to different parts of the 
image but the image in general, the image understood as a whole. This second meaning of iconicity 
postulates that an image may also be iconic in the sense that it itself becomes an icon. The image 
itself becomes a sign that refers to reality. It is necessary that the image as a sign is regarded as 
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representative of a person, an object, a concept, a real situation (that is to say the referent) : an 
iconic image becomes representative of a referent in our consciousness. 
The concept of iconicity then implies that this image is known and systematically associated in 
people's minds to the referent that is supposed to represent : “an icon is then two things at once; it is 
simultaneously an image and an idea, it is both a sign and a symbol” summarizes Evie Salmon 
(Salmon, s.d.). She connects this second concept of iconicity to the reflection of Roland Barthes by 
establishing a parallel between the symbolic and iconic image and the operation of "mythology" in 
Barthes’ thought, that is to say “the ability of a sign or symbol to communicate ‘what-goes-without-
saying” (Salmon, s.d.).  
 
How can an image, and in our case a photo, then be considered iconic in the sense of a 
strictly symbolic referent? 
 
In his book Christ to Coke: how image becomes icon, Martin Kemp seeks to propose a more 
concrete definition of an iconic image. It must according to him “has achieved wholly exceptional 
levels of widespread recognizability and has come to carry a rich series of varied associations for 
very large numbers of people across time and cultures” (Kemp, 2011: 3). An iconic image is an 
image that is consistently recognized and considered as representative of a defined referent (a 
person or an event). The photo of the naked girl is systematically associated with the referent 
"Vietnam War" as the photo of the young blonde woman in a white dress is systematically 
associated with the referent "Marilyn Monroe". This mechanical association of the image with a 
particular referent must transcend cultures and eras: a large number of interpretants from different 
countries, cultures, generations have to establish exactly the same association for an image becomes 
iconic. 
 
Martin Kemp admits that beyond these very general criteria it is difficult to define “clearly defined 
factors that are infallibly shared by all iconic image” (Kemp, 2011: 352). However he suggests 
jumble ones without specifying their legitimacy or their importance: a simple but rich message that 
entailed associations, the presence of both generic and specific meanings, the recall of shared human 
values and a collective identity… (Kemp, 2011). These factors should be kept in mind for the 
upcoming analysis of the photos, but in the absence of a clear definition of their role and importance 
they should not be regarded as reliable analysis criteria. 
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These two understandings of iconicity concept must not be assumed as separate concepts 
and even less opposite ones, but rather as complementary. An image is iconic in the second meaning 
because it is primarily iconic in the first meaning. It can indeed be considered itself as representative 
and symbolic of a referent by many interpretants only if these interpretants are able to associate it 
initially to a referent by resemblance. In other words, the iconic image of the little girl running 
under napalm bombs became iconic of the Vietnam War because it shows iconic signs of American 
soldiers, iconic sign of a naked little girl, iconic sign of fire… many iconic signs that refers to 
referents of the Vietnam War and thus enable the interpretant to associate the whole photo to the 
Vietnam War. 
 
5.2. Reflection on the photographs 
The “boy in the suitcase” photo includes iconic signs of "human being" and "suitcase" that 
the interpretant can clearly differentiate. The suitcase can be considered as a symbol of mobility and 
travel. Being in a suitcase for a human person is an unusual situation that leads the interpretant to 
wonder about the context. The photo however contains few other iconic signs which does not make 
it very easy to decode. It is for instance impossible to know whether the human being is dead or 
alive, or whether they are a child or an adult, or whether they are a boy or a girl. The iconicity of the 
photo in the Peircean sense is not very precise and thus feeble. 
 
The Aylan photo has many more iconic signs, specially including those of "beach", "child", 
"death", "adult", "official". The interpretant can quite recognize the age and gender of the people in 
the photo, so a male child and a male adult. Iconic signs are more accurate than the “boy in the 
suitcase” photo. The child lies down in an unnatural position, his face against the sand and water, 
completely still. The interpretant by decoding the image then realizes that this position prevents 
normal breathing of a human being, and therefore by deduction that the child on the photo cannot 
breath, and is dead. This sign is both iconic of a child and iconic of a corpse. Similarly the adult 
wears a uniform and a walkie-talkie: as many iconic signs of belonging to an official status. This 
sign is so iconic of both a man and an official status. Aylan photo has therefore a rich iconicity, in 
the Peircean meaning, because it contains many iconic signs and signs with double iconicity. 
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As said previously, the two senses of iconicity notion are linked. The lowest iconicity of the 
“boy in the suitcase” photo has played a role in his iconicity in the second meaning of the word. 
This photo cannot be regarded as iconic as well as the photo of the little girl in Vietnam. If one 
focus on the criteria proposed by Martin Kemp (Kemp, 2011), the “boy in the suitcase” photo has 
not been recognized by a large number of people in the world and has not reached a very high media 
visibility. In the survey, some respondents did not know the photo and offered an interpretation that 
differs greatly from the reality (see section 6.2). Aside from the concepts of mobility and human 
being, the photo offers no universal concepts. It is struggling to communicate the "what-goes-
without-saying": the interpretant faces difficulties to associate it immediately with referents and 
therefore to turn it into an icon of these referents. In this case the respondents did not consistently 
associate it with an immigration situation. 
 
Aylan photo however provides to the interpretant concepts of “child”, “death”, “adult”, 
“nature”. These concepts can be considered as universal and thus make the photo accessible for 
people of every age and from every culture. It presents shared human values (Kemp, 2011). 
Childhood often symbolizes innocence and future, and the adult here can symbolize authority and 
responsibility. The association of childhood and death is violent for most of the modern societies 
because a child is considered as the future, yet death means the disappearance of the future. A dead 
child symbolizes violated innocence and a deficit of future. The adult is supposed to be responsible 
for the child but here the adult has been powerless or unwilling to help. Even without knowing the 
context, the interpretant can understand that the situation depicted in the photo goes wrong, that it 
presents a problem. Aylan photo conveys a "what-goes-without-saying" of wrongful death and 
guilty authority. 
 
Aylan photo has entailed a strong reaction in European societies. The photo was published on the 
front cover of many European newspapers, especially British ones. It has also been heavily 
discussed and shared on social networks like Twitter or Facebook. All the survey respondents have 
linked it to the precarious situation of Syrian refugees trying to cross the Mediterranean to reach 
European borders in makeshift boats. They all have proposed the same interpretation of this 
photograph, often repeating the same words even to write it (see section 6.2). Aylan photo has been 
mechanically associated with the referent of "Syrian refugees" by its interpretants. It can thus be 
considered as iconic of the situation of Syrian refugees in the current context of Syrian war. 
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5.3 Conclusion 
To recap, there are two meanings discussed in this section, the first meaning being a concept 
that Peirce developed, the second meaning being built upon the foundation of the first meaning, 
with Salmon’s own connections of the concept to Barthes. 
In the first meaning, a sign represents a concept that is a concept of the real world. The 
image is composed of icons; since icons are signs that refer to something as a whole, the image is 
iconic because it is made out of icons.  
The second meaning of iconicity developed on the notion that the image was merely iconic 
only because it was a set of icons, postulating that the photographic image itself has the potential to 
become an icon representative of a real world concept. In this category of the iconic photographs are 
images that are recognizable across decades, cultures and time zones, representative of a person or 
an event (a referent).  
 
In the Aylan photograph, the visual of a child becomes symbolic for innocence; the posture 
of said child lying facedown further inferring to a loss of said innocence, for example. There are a 
rich variety of signs within this photograph itself that enables interpretants to understand the 
generally implicit circumstances of the situation, associating it with a particular referent. At the time 
of writing, the photo has become an icon for the perilous situation that refugee children face in this 
current crisis. It ‘succeeds’ in checking off the figurative requirements of iconicity in the first 
meaning, and therefore can be seen as having developed iconic status in both meanings, due to the 
dependence of the meanings on each other, especially the second meaning upon the first. 
On the other hand, the X-ray scan photograph of the boy in the suitcase has a fairly weak 
iconic reach in the initial Peircean definition, therefore undoubtedly influencing its iconic credibility 
in the second notion of iconicity. On its own, it does not have enough iconic sign features for just 
any interpretant of the image to grasp onto. In the face of lacking signs to understand the embedded 
meaning and occurrence within the photograph, there is more failure to immediately associate it to a 
concrete concept, situation, time span or a general referent. It has garnered nowhere near the 
worldwide prominence of the other photograph in this study.  This vagueness of iconic makeup in 
the suitcase scan photograph can be seen in the mixed results of our survey, which we further 
address in chapter six. 
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One therefore faces two instances of photographs, each conveying a similar message but not 
having ended up on the same plane of iconicity. Nuances of the analysis should be kept in mind, 
though. The recent nature of these images (only the middle of 2015) does not give us much wriggle 
room to verify whether their iconic dimensions – or lack of – would past the long-term test in 
iconicity. The photo of Aylan on the beach can currently and validly be argued to be iconic, but 
perhaps in a decade, two decades or ten, will not be considered in the same way anymore.  
 
CHAPTER 6. HOW NECESSARY IS THE ROLE OF A 
TEXTUAL CAPTION TO INTERPRET AN IMAGE? 
 
6.1 Theoretical considerations 
A widespread doxa assumes that “one good picture is worth a thousand words”. Images 
make sense and, in the specific case of photography, are indicative of a situation. In Rhetoric of the 
Image, Roland Barthes argues that photographs imply a notion of "having been there" (Barthes, 
1964: 159) that is to say, they are physical testimonies of a past reality, of a past moment that has 
really existed, i.e. a context. The images are "expressive", they include connoted messages that the 
interpretant can decode. But are these messages however always clear for the interpretant? Is an 
image itself really "expressive"? Assuming the previous doxa, can it be deduced that only "good 
images" will be self-sufficient to be significant? 
 
The simplest way to specify the context (the "having been there") of an image is appending a literal 
caption to it. A caption is a sentence escorting an image to guide and assist its understanding and 
decoding. It enables to describe the denoted that is to say, the iconic composition (what is 
represented on the photo?) and also a part or all of the connoted (what says the photo? what is its 
context? Which message is carried?). 
The relationship between the image and the text-caption reflects the receiver’s personal 
interpretation approach. For Barthes, a text-caption (called "linguistic message" (Barthes, 1964: 43)) 
has two main functions: a function of anchorage and function of relay. The function of anchorage is 
the most relevant one to focus on for answering the question. 
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The text-caption plays indeed the role of an anchor of a particular symbolic message in the 
image: “the text helps to identify purely and simply the elements of the scene and the scene itself; it 
is a matter of a denoted description of the image (a description which is often incomplete) or […] of 
an operation (as opposed to connotation)” (Barthes, 1964: 44). The text enables the interpretant to 
guide and fix his informative process on a particular interpretation of the image among all the 
possible interpretations. So the image, and in the present case the photograph, needs a caption to 
lead the interpretant to a symbolic message that is not necessarily easy to define. The text has 
somehow a function of elucidation. 
The text is though not inherently necessary to understand an image according to Barthes. The image 
is not in any way subjected to the text, their correlation is rather the contrary. The text is subjected 
to the image, it is a "parasitic message" (Barthes, 1977: 25) that sublimates or rationalizes the 
image. Its function of elucidation is equated with emphasis: the caption only amplifies a set of 
connotations that are already included in the photograph. 
The two elements may possibly complement each other. According to Barthes, “also sometimes the 
text products (invents) an entirely new signified that is somehow retroactively projected into the 
image, to the extent of appearing denoted" (Barthes, 1977: 26). The text reveals what was originally 
connoted in the image and adds an additional connotation. The image and the text then make each 
other explicit: "caught as it were in the iconographic message, the verbal message seems to share in 
its objectivity, the connotation of language is "innocented" through the photograph's denotation" 
(Barthes, 1977: 27). The image conveys such a message because the caption justifies it and the 
caption conveys such a message because the image justifies it. 
 
However the anchorage function can also be seen as a form of violence since it restricts the 
symbolic capacity of an image. Barthes admits that the text “remote-controls [the reader] towards a 
meaning chosen in advance” (Barthes, 1977: 44) and that the elucidation role of the caption is 
“selective, a metalanguage applied not to the totality of the iconic message but only to certain of its 
signs” (Barthes, 1977: 44).                  
 
6.2 Reflection on the photographs in correlation with the survey results 
The survey results illustrate Barthes’ conclusions on the role of the caption and its function 
of elucidation. In the survey, the questioned persons have been asked what emotions they felt and 
what were their interpretations of the “boy in the suitcase” photo. (initially the photo without 
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caption and in a second time the photo with caption). In the first case they had to interpret and 
understand the context of the photo by themselves, based on the iconic signs, while in the second 
case the context was given textually through a headline and a caption. The aim is to determine 
whether the questioned persons fail to understand the photo without a caption and to see which 
changes in their emotional and interpretative reactions are caused by the eruption of an explanatory 
caption. 
 
Analysing the answers to the first “boy in the suitcase” photo (without caption), it appears that the 
dominant emotions in reaction to this photo without caption are the surprise and a general feeling of 
incomprehension: 19 responses express surprise, 3 confusion, 2 of perplexity and 1 the feeling of 
facing something strange. 
 
Most interpretants put forward the "correct" interpretation, that is to say corresponding to the 
"having been there" of the photo. However some do not immediately grasp the referent of the 
photograph and its context. 
Some interpret it as a joke or a game: “it could be a childish game while kids are hiding" says one 
questioned person, while another one considers the context of the photo is "for fun". 
Others define the context as one of human and/or child trafficking: “human trafficking in a 
suitcase”, “child trafficking”, “human trafficking brought to the next level”, the picture get me to 
think of human trafficking”. 
Some think there are in front of an artistic work that has been done seeking to aesthetic purposes: “I 
didn't realize it was a suitcase, it could also look like art, I believe this photo will be regarded as 
art, one day- even now”, “it seems a work of art”. 
Others still admit that they are unable to interpret the photo and they fail to grasp its meaning: “no 
clue”, “I don't know what it is about. I don't know if it is a real picture, I haven't seen this picture 
before so I can't relate it to any fact I've read or seen” 
It can be deducted from this first set of analysis is that the message of the photo is not immediately 
understandable for the interpretant. 
 
Now analysing the answers to the second “boy in the suitcase” photo, that is to say the exact 
same photo that has been previously used, but this time with the caption: "Ivory Coast boy 
smuggled to Spain inside suitcase. The boy had travelled from Ivory Coast and had planned to enter 
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Spain".  The interpretants of the photo are therefore this time in presence of the context of the photo 
when they interpret it. 
The dominant emotions changed compared with the first wave of answers. Confusion and perplexity 
disappear but sadness rises from 16 to 25 answers and anger from 4 to 12 answers. The surprise 
decreases from the initial 19 answers to 15 answers. The dominant emotional responses do not 
reflect misunderstanding anymore but negative feelings. 21 emotional responses out of the 40 
answers have changed between the first viewing of the image and the second. 
 
What should be recalled from these results? 
At first it can be concluded that the meaning of the “boy in the suitcase” photo is not 
immediately obvious for the interpretant because some of the respondents remain disconcerted in 
front of the photo or propose an interpretation that is relatively far different from the real context. 
This is not to say that there is a good interpretation and that the rest are "misinterpretations", but to 
question the ability of the photograph to clarify the context in which it has been taken. The 
migration context has eluded some respondents who have perceived a joke context. The “boy in the 
suitcase” photo thus not optimally vehicle his "having been there”. 
A second conclusion that can be drawn from the survey results is the certain impact that can 
have a textual caption on the interpreting process of a photo. Indeed the introduction of a caption 
explaining the background of the “boy in the suitcase” photo has caused an emotional change for 
about half of the respondents. Emotional responses have been homogenized (mainly around the 
emotions of sadness, anger and surprise), which can be explained by a standardization of the 
interpretation of the photo. Indeed captions allow and even "force" interpretants to interpret the 
photo in one way, and therefore to react emotionally in more or less the same way (“more or less” 
implying that the personality, the habitus, the experience of the interpretant also play a role in his 
emotional reaction and can distinguish his reaction from the majority’s ones). The textual caption 
therefore has a Barthian elucidation function as it enables the interpretant to guide and fix his 
informative process on a particular interpretation of the boy in the suitcase photo among all the 
possible interpretations. 
 
However in the case of Aylan photo, the interpretants have all grasped the context, the 
"having been there": a dead child lying on a beach and an official guard who looks at the body 
without doing anything, “a boy that seems to have been washed ashore, probably dead (he's not in a 
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bathing suit and no parents around)” as analyses one of the interpretants. Emotional reactions are 
very negative and mainly concentrated on the concept of sadness and anger: 37 people out of 40 feel 
sadness, 18 feel anger, 6 fear. The other emotions (all negative) are only invoked by one or two 
people. 
This suggests that the interpretants did not need a textual caption to understand the Aylan photo. No 
interpretant has proposed another interpretation than the “drowned dead child whose body was 
washed up on a beach” one. The photo dispenses with the caption in this case. However this 
conclusion should be qualified by recalling that the vast majority, if not all, of the respondents 
already knew the photo and its context before the survey, because of its extreme mediatised 
exposure. Interpretants therefore do not need captions to elucidate the context because they already 
know the context: “That a child has drowned in the sea. This one I have seen before though so it 
scews [sic] my interpretation” admits a respondent. The Aylan photo might have needed a textual 
caption at the beginning to explain its context but the caption has been so implanted in the photo 
that it has become superfluous. The Aylan photo carries its own caption. 
 
CHAPTER 7. HOW CAN A PHOTOGRAPHIC IMAGE 
CHANGE THE WAY PEOPLE ACT? 
 
7.1 Theoretical considerations 
According to Luc Boltanski a photo can lead to a social commitment if it is part of a 
“politics of pity” (Boltanski, 1999: 1). What are the criteria of this belonging? Two criteria are 
particularly taken into account according to him: the criterion of singularity and the criterion of 
distance. 
 
The requirement for individualization is due to the fact that politics is a social mechanism 
that aspires to generalize a particular situation. Social commitment process can be realized only 
from the recognition of a particular, singular, situation. The "unfortunates" need to be "hyper-
singularised through an accumulation of the details of suffering" (Boltanski, 1999: 12), thus 
enabling the empathy and compassion of the interpretant to be fixed on persons that he can identify 
and personify. The human mind leans to more easily recognize as human and his equal, and 
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therefore empathize with, a very small set of individuals rather than an anonymous mass, regardless 
of their level of suffering: we empathize more readily with one person crying rather than a crowd 
being endangered. 
Luc Boltanski also underlines that unfortunates have to be "underqualified: it is he, but it could be 
someone else; it is that child there who makes us cry, but any other child could have done the same" 
(Boltanski, 1999: 12). Here again all is about human psychology: we empathize more easily when 
we can put ourselves in the place of a suffering person. The mechanism of pity works best when we 
can identify easily to the suffering unfortunate, so if he looks like us. 
 
The second criterion of distance emphasizes the contrast between the situation of the 
interpretant and the situation of the unfortunate. The stronger is this contrast the more violent will 
be the feeling of pity, that is to say the further from ours is the situation of unfortunate and the more 
will we empathize with him: Boltanski holds up as an example the case of a person dining quietly in 
his living room and seeing a war situation on a media (Boltanski, 1999: 12). The contrast between 
his situation (eating one’s fill in a peaceful country) and the situation of the unfortunate (death 
threat, pain, fear) is huge and instantly causes a reaction of pity, because the interpretant will 
instinctively compare his situation with the unfortunate’s one. 
 
7.2 Reflection on the photographs 
Aylan photo meets the criteria for singularity and non-qualification. The "unfortunate" is 
alone on the photo and then concentrates all empathic capacity of the interpreting. One can see a 
child presenting the common characteristics of a Western child: his skin is pale and his clothes are 
Western (trousers and shirt). An interpretant may assimilate this child to his own children. Peter 
Bouckaert, Human Rights Watch’s emergencies director, thus argues that "this is a child that looks 
a lot like an European child […] the week before, dozens of African kids washed up on the beaches 
of Libya and were photographed and it didn’t have the same impact. There is some ethnocentrism 
[in the] reaction to this image, certainly" (Laurent, 2015). The identification mechanism here plays 
full. The criterion of distance is also over-stimulated: interpretant is alive while the unfortunate is 
obviously dead (the child is inert, face to the ground, in a position that makes it clear that he is not 
breathing). This is the biggest contrast of situations possible situation. 
Aylan photo is therefore incorporated in the framework of a "politics of pity". It has provoked 
strong reactions in social networks and led awareness and social action in some European societies. 
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Groups of people tried to physically and mentally help refugees by welcoming them with ovations 
at the stations, offering them water and food, hosting them. In England a petition sent to the 
Parliament asking the government to take more refugees has collected around 445,000 signatures 
(Whyte, 2015). 
 
The "boy in the suitcase" photo responds differently to these two criteria. The unfortunate is 
also alone but he is not detailed and does not show obvious signs of suffering. He is underqualified 
but does not really enable an identification because the interpretant cannot assimilate him to a 
category he knows: is he or she a child, an adult? A boy or a girl? Is he or she alive? What does he 
or she look like? What is he or she wearing? There are too few details to enable identification. The 
criterion of distance is observed, there is a contrast between the situation of the interpretant and the 
situation of the unfortunate who is curled up in a suitcase (uncomfortable and unusual situation). 
But it is difficult to clearly assess the situation of the unfortunate and therefore to assess the contrast 
between the two situations. 
So the "boy in the suitcase" photo does not really fit in the framework of a “politics of pity” in the 
sense that it is impossible for the interpretant to evaluate the identity and the condition of the 
unfortunate he sees. This may explain why this photo has caused no major reaction in European 
societies, although it has been published in newspapers 
   
CHAPTER 8. DISCUSSION 
8.1 Theoretical discussion and limitations 
The analysis has so far focused on the impact of images on the people, on the receivers of 
the image. The working questions have been answered by studying only the point of view of the 
receivers. One explanation of this fact could be that structuralist semioticians tend to focus on the 
internal structure of the sign and not on its constructive and interpretative processes (Chandler, 
2002). Peirce’s theory of signs, on which the understanding of the notions of sign and icon has been 
based, does indeed not involve another actor: his triptych only involves the interpretant. According 
to him, to determine the iconicity of an image, the analysis of such must happen from the approach 
and interpretation of the interpretant. 
The “What makes an image iconic?” question has thus been considered only by studying how an 
image is considered iconic by the interpretants, how interpretants make an image iconic. But can the 
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effect of an image really be studied only by focusing on the receiver’s side? Is the image only 
something that is received and built by interpretants? 
 
Stuart Hall and Roland Barthes enrich the conception of the image by including it in a process that 
involves both a receiver but also a sender. 
 
8.1.1 THE ROLE OF ENCODING  
As stated in the previous chapter, the Peircean model has been applied to analyse what happens in 
the moment of encountering a certain image, as well as determining – from a Peircean perspective – 
what constitutes an iconic image.  
However, following one of the major figures of the British Cultural Studies, Stuart Hall, the 
communicative process, in which messages are decoded, does not only depends on the interpretation 
by the receiver end of the message, but also by the sender-end of the message. The author proposes 
a mass-communication based on the key notion of transmission (Hall, 1999): communication is 
about a sender transmitting a message to a receiver. Both sender and receiver played a role in the 
understanding of an image.  
Hall thus argues that the images/messages often have a preferred meaning that is encoded by the 
sender. The interpretation of the receiver is important and can modify the final comprehension of 
the image (see the three positions of Hall in chapter three) but is not the only factor. The production 
process is not devoid of discursive aspect, it is also shaped throughout by meanings and ideas (Hall, 
1999).   
 
8.1.2 THE RELATION BETWEEN ENCODING AND DECODING IN THE PROCESS OF 
CONNOTATION  
This duality encoding/decoding can also be found in Barthes’ theory which postulates that the 
photographic message is composed of a issuing source, a transmission channel and a receiving 
environment. He takes into account the other aspect, absent in Peirce's theory, of the interpretation 
of an image which is the role of the sender of the message, the role of the encoder. The connoted in 
photography is not only about unveiling process of the interpretant but also about the sender that has 
selected, shaped, perhaps even manipulated the image in order to impart it, voluntarily or not, 
connotation(s) (Barthes, 1977). Barthes presumes that photography, particularly press photography, 
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"has been worked on, chosen, composed, constructed, treated according to professional, aesthetic 
or ideological norms which are so many factors of connotation" (Barthes, 1977: 19).  
The iconic and symbolic nature of an image, its expressive capacity, depends not thus just on the 
image itself or the interpretant but on the encoding process of the image by the sender(s). 
 
8.2 The role of encoding in connection to the survey findings and Peirce 
As mentioned in chapter six that examined the role of textual caption in the process of 
interpreting the photo’s used in the survey, we found that adding a headline did affect the reactions 
towards the photo of the “boy in the suitcase”.   
As the textual caption provided a specific context for the respondents to base their interpretation on, 
the survey exemplifies that the role of encoding is important to acknowledge. In regards to media 
representation, as mentioned in chapter 4, newspapers whether in physical format or digital, uses 
both the photo and the textual caption to guide its reader through contextualizing the article.  
 
In addition, Gabrielsen and Christensen (2010) argues that the encoder is a mechanism which is just 
as essential as the decoder in terms of interpreting a message or the rhetorical situation - as they call 
it.  
 
The importance of the role of the encoder can be related to the three appeals, Logos, Pathos, 
Ethos. This concept refers to the values, conditions or even context that a message or photographic-
image can have in the process of being interpreted. However, these appeals might already been there 
before the moment of encountering occurs. Thus, the encoder might have a known or unknown 
agenda that he or she can emphasize if he or she wishes to.  
Based on the three appeals, the “Aylan” photo appeals to people’s emotions, through pathos, as they 
see the boy lying dead on the beach. However the photo also emphasizes ethos, as the policeman is 
captured in the photo taking note of the fate of the boy. 
On the contrary, the photo of the “boy in the suitcase” could refer to ethical circumstances, as the 
photo shows an x-ray, and a suitcase, which is related to travelling etc. However, as shown in the 
survey (see Appendix D), the respondents found it mostly surprising, sad or amusing, which 
illustrate that the photo of the “boy in the suitcase” might not have emphasized a certain appeal.  
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However, taking the context into account, the “Aylan” photo is a photo that has been taken 
by a photographer, who were present at the time of the incident. The photo of the “boy in the 
suitcase” is an X-ray snapshot from a Spanish airport. The purpose of such photographic-
circumstance - as we perceive it to be - is to prevent possible threats for people at the airport. It 
therefore most certainly does not intend to have another agenda other than its main purpose. The 
way it has been used in newspapers (Appendix D, with headlines), however, can and should be 
accounted for in regards to the three appeals, the possible role of the encoder and in terms of media 
representation (the use of the photo). On that note, as mentioned in chapter six, the headline “Ivory 
Coast boy smuggled to Spain inside suitcase” to the photo of the “boy in the suitcase” was provided 
as context and an appeal through the encoder. The encoder, in this case the newspaper the 
independent, seemingly may have affected the respondents to change their reactions to a more 
unanimous interpretation of sadness, empathy and pathos. 
 
As Anderson (2014) states it, the reading and interpretation of a photography depends on the 
subjective redirection of signs and its content (decoder). Yet, as we interpret the photographs and 
become witnesses of the content, it is arguable that we - at the same time - see the photo through the 
perspective of a photographer, an encoder. 
On that note, both Hall and Barthes stress the intrinsic linkages between encoding/decoding, in 
which they argue for within their respective fields. They both posit - especially Hall - that  the 
encoder is incapable of alone rendering an image iconic; the end result of this process lies in the 
hands of the receiver.  The message behind an image can only ever be proposed by its makers - 
never imposed. 
 
On the contrary, this shows a structural limitation of the theoretical Peircean analysis, as it does not 
take the possible influence of the encoder into account e.g Peircean analysis does not consider 
context/ outside influence important as part of the process of interpretation.  
Another shortcoming of Peircean analysis, is that it provides very little knowledge as to how to 
apply it practically. Evidently, we find that semioticians such as Peirce do not propose an analytical 
framework for analysing photographic images. 
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8.3 Limitations of the receiver focus and the concept of iconicity 
One limitation of the analysis of the research project has been the choice of focusing on the 
receiver’s side. We hesitated between the two "sides". The side of the sender has seemed first easier 
to deal with because it required less to delve into psychology rather than in communication theories. 
It was also easier to find sources on this topic. But we have finally chosen the side of the receiver 
because what was interesting was the impact that can have photos on human minds, because iconic 
image was considered above all as an image that had an impact on someone. The choice of receiver 
was then logical. 
 
Another limitation was also the choice of very recent photographs as sources for the case 
study. As previously mentioned in chapter one, Hariman and Lucaites (2002) state that iconic 
photographs must appeal strongly to its viewers as well as it must be reproduced a lot in order to 
construct an identity, which becomes significant as a representation of a historical event. Thus, 
establishing the “iconicity” or not of a photo involves the “time” factor, because an image can be 
considered as iconic only in the long term. A photo cannot be iconic for just two weeks for instance. 
The iconicity of “Aylan” photo has been constituted but for now this photo is just four months old. 
Although the photo has been reproduced across different media platforms, it is too early to 
determine if it will pass the long term criterion and become genuinely iconic. The conclusion in the 
section 5.3 should then be toned: “Aylan” photo displays many features of an iconic photo but 
qualifying it as iconic is hasty.  
 
CHAPTER 9. CONCLUSION 
The concept of image is intrinsically linked to the concept of visual experience (an image is 
something that you see) and the notion of representation (an image represents a real entity). The 
images are not passive but are actively engaged in a dialogue with the people interpreting it. They 
have a “nonvisual and verbal eloquence”. (Mitchell, 1986: 47) 
 
Today information and visual imagery fluctuate across several media platforms, some of which we 
may encounter. Photographic images has the ability of persuasion, and functions as  means of 
presenting and recording reality, facts - truths - so to speak. Therefore, by having this ability, 
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photographic images provides a sense of visual evidence that can be regarded as reflective facets of 
the belief systems of people. 
In the media, photographic-images can be used as representations of the information e.g. the article 
given to us, as they become embedded in our consciousness, when in active engagement with an 
interpretant. 
The photo of the boy lying dead on the beach, the “Aylan” photo and the photo of the “boy in the 
suitcase” are examples of that.  Just as much as the photo of the naked Vietnamese girl or the photo 
of Marilyn Monroe (see appendix B). 
 
9.1 The concept of iconicity 
Some photographic images however possesses a certain “aura” of staying power. Such 
photos, culturally, are considered to be more influential than others, and have been given a sense of 
symbolic or iconic status, even, as a visual narrative for an historical event, phenomena etc.  
 
In regards to the study of the concept of iconicity we find that an photographic image can be 
considered as iconic in two senses: iconic as composed as iconic (that is to say representative) signs 
of referents; and iconic as representative itself of a context, an event, a historical period, of what 
Barthes calls a “having been there” (Barthes, 1964: 159). These two conceptions of iconicity are 
linked, a photo can become iconic of a “having been there” if it is composed of many iconic signs 
that enable the interpretant to identify the “having been there”. 
 
In order to become capable of reading and make sense these visual images, the interpretant 
must first familiarize him- or herself with the wide range of semiotic resources within visual system 
to construct meaning. Thus, in that sense, Peirce’s emphasis and semiotic analysis of the relation 
between the interpretant, referent and representamen can be regarded as an important scientific 
theoretical framework. However, as shown in chapter eight, the manner in which a photographic 
image is interpreted depends on the linkage between the encoder and decoder.  
 
9.2 Research question  
Therefore to answer the research question: 
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How can people be affected in their emotions and interpretations in varied ways by photographic 
images of migrants and refugees? 
 
Based on the contextual background, the migrant and refugee crisis 2015, we find that the 
staying power of a photo may differ depending on the emotional connection embedded in the 
encounter and the historical event. Making the photographic image gain an iconic status, however 
also depends on factors such as; the photo being widely recognized and time. Moreover, assuming 
that, when there is a near unanimous reaction towards the “Aylan” photo, that photo is more 
recognizable and identifiable. On that note, we also found that the photo of the “boy in the suitcase” 
was difficult to understand without a textual context, the headline, stressing the importance of 
headlines. On the contrary, as headlines shapes the scope from which meaning of a photographic 
image is constructed, it also illustrate that the sender side can influence the reaction. 
 
As both photos are representations of the migrant and refugee crisis, the photo of “Aylan” 
seemingly has a stronger sense of staying power. It is more recognizable, does not need a context 
and it deals with themes like death and pity, which are themes and values that are also mirrored in 
present conventions of society. 
In that sense, photographic images, when encountering them, can affect people’s interpretation in 
varied ways, depending on the experience of the interpretant and the semiotic resources within a 
referent, which Peirce would suggest. However as Barthes and Hall argues the role of the encoder 
must also be taken into account, as the encoder e.g the media, might have emphasized a certain 
emotion or appeal, purposefully.  
 
9.3 Further research  
After working on this project, ideas for prospective forays into further research that crop up revolve 
around more interpretive approaches, involving more focus on the sociocultural context of the 
individual 
We could have approached the issue of the project in a more sociological angle by seeking 
to establish correlations between the way an interpretant will interpret an image and his 
socioeconomic characteristics. In other words, will a worker “read” a photo in the way than a 
manager or an intellectual? Are images similarly iconic for people from different social classes? 
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The survey would have been thus used to collect both sociological data on respondents (age, 
gender, professional category, level of education) and to link these data with their answers.  
We could also deal with the subject of the effects of iconicity image and sound in a more 
neurobiological and scientific. The analysis would then be concentrated on the cognitive path of the 
human being when it is facing an image and decodes it, that is the biological process behind the 
visual experience. This study would have produced very interesting results that could have come 
substantiate our conclusions as a result of this project. For example it is interesting to note that 
when our brain decodes the representation / the sign of a human being on an image, neurons mirrors 
are immediately activated and lead to the identification process. That naturally we identify the 
human image as someone who is like us, and this process makes possible the feelings like empathy. 
Such a discovery could enrich the theory of Luc Boltanski on the "politics of pity" (Boltanski, 1999: 
1). 
Another example of a scientific review of our reactions to the images is that the human brain area 
that processes emotions is very close to the area that manages memory. This proximity causes that 
we remember much more easily remember when a strong emotion attached to it (remember eg 
easily the greatest fear of our lives, but less of our lunch there is a week). This scientific fact applies 
to images: we remember more easily an image which caused in us a strong emotion (disgust, anger, 
sadness, fun, pity) that an image that has not caused or the 'smaller scale. This is a biological factor 
behind the iconic potential of a photo: a photo will be more accepted by many people as possible, so 
iconic, it has the ability to cause strong emotions in interpreting. 
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Appendix A. Synonyms and abbreviations. 
 
The word “referent” stands for represented entity or object (see 
Peirce’s theory in chapter three) 
The word “interpretant” stands for receiver ((see Peirce’s theory in 
chapter three) 
The words “image” and “photograph” stands for picture (see 
Mitchell’s distinction between image and picture in the introduction) 
 
The photographic-image of the refugee boy from the Ivory Coast is 
referred as the “boy in the suitcase” photo.  
The photographic-image of the boy on the beach is referred as the 
“Aylan” photo.  
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Appendix B. Iconic photos. 
 
 
Children running away from Napalm attack in Vietnam. Nick Ut. 
1972. Also referred to as the photo of the Napalm Girl. 
 
 
 
Marylin Monroe posing with the white 
dress. Sam Shaw. 1956 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The photo of the lone chinese protester in 
Tiananmen Squarein 1989, and the photo of 
Che Guevara, 1960 titled the “Guerrillero Heroico”. 
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Appendix C. Survey photographs.  
 
 
 
“BOY IN SUITCASE” PHOTO WITH HEADLINES. 
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Appendix D. Survey results.  
Table with survey results 
 
TABLE OF SURVEY FINDINGS FOR “BOY IN THE 
SUITCASE” PHOTO WITHOUT HEADLINES. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
TABLE OF SURVEY FINDINGS FOR “BOY IN THE 
SUITCASE” PHOTO WITH HEADLINES. 
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TABLE OF SURVEY FINDINGS FOR “AYLAN” PHOTO 
WITHOUT HEADLINES. 
 
 
 
